WHAT IS TWITTER? {#sec1-1}
================

With regard to the official website, Twitter is an information network made up of 140-character messages called "tweets". The brevity of the messages is key to its success: it takes very little time to scan a large amount of information. The tweets contain either a piece of concise information (a message, a question, a thought) or a weblink to more information elsewhere (a website, an image). Scanning recent tweets may be compared with scanning headlines in a newspaper, but with one major difference -- you determine what kind of headlines you want to see.

WHY WOULD YOU USE IT? {#sec1-2}
=====================

If you have the impression that there is a lot of information available that might be worth following or checking *if only* it would not take up so much of your time, then Twitter may become your friend. We are not talking about information on some movie star or artist, but information on neurosurgery, neuroscience, healthcare, or -- if you like -- your hobby. The amount of information nowadays seems to be growing faster than it can be processed, and Twitter offers you a short and fast way to stay tuned.

FOLLOWING PEOPLE {#sec1-3}
================

To benefit from Twitter, you need to create an account by visiting the homepage at Twitter.com. Once you have created your account, you can "follow" other people by visiting their account and clicking the "Follow" button at their profile \[[Figure 1](#F1){ref-type="fig"}\]. You can find interesting accounts in several ways:

![Click the "follow" button to start following this user](SNI-2-28-g001){#F1}

If you know the Twitter name of a person, you can find the profile at <http://twitter.com/twittername>. By convention, such names are preceded by an @ when they are mentioned without <http://twitter.com> in advance. For example, *Surgical Neurology International* uses the Twitter name \@snint . This means that our profile (with all our tweets) can be found at <http://twitter.com/snint>If you know the real name of a person, but not the Twitter name, you can use the search box on top of the screen.If you want to search by subject, you can also use the search box.If you are visiting a website that also uses Twitter to provide you with new information, you can visit their profile directly from that site by clicking the link they offer. For example, if you visit our homepage, you will see an icon displaying a "t" immediately next to "Login". If you click this, you will go to our tweets as well.

To quote the Help Center on Twitter.com: "reading tweets and discovering new information whenever you check in on your Twitter timeline is where you will find the highest value on Twitter" \[[Figure 2](#F2){ref-type="fig"}\]. From personal experience, I agree. But how do you discover new information?

![An example for the Twitter timeline, below the "What\'s happening" box where you can type new tweets](SNI-2-28-g002){#F2}

WHAT\'S UP WITH THE \#HASHTAG? {#sec1-4}
==============================

If you are reading tweets, you will frequently encounter some text, which is preceded by a hashtag ("\#"). Using a hashtag before a word makes it a keyword for an informal sort of taxonomy (sometimes referred to as "folksonomy"). You can click these words to see all recent tweets that used the same keyword. This is another way of finding information; and besides following people, you can follow topics as well. The hashtag makes this possible.

CAN I WRITE SOMETHING? {#sec1-5}
======================

Yes. On top of the timeline, you see the text "What\'s happening" and a textbox beneath. You can type a short message there (140-character limit) about whatever you want. You do not have to use keywords, but you can do so. The use of keywords is your decision, which can be anything that makes sense in your opinion, and is fine. You will soon find out what other people do just by looking at their use of hashtags.

CAN I 'FORWARD' ANOTHER TWEET? {#sec1-6}
==============================

Yes, but it is not called that way. Forwarding an already existing tweet is called "retweeting". When you move your mouse over an existing tweet, you see some changes occuring below the text \[[Figure 3](#F3){ref-type="fig"}\]. You can mark a tweet as favorite, retweet it, or reply to the person who sent the tweet. If you decide to retweet a message, you will get a popup where you can confirm this action. Retweeted messages can be recognized either by a sign in the left upper corner (and in the small text above the text \[[Figure 4a](#F4){ref-type="fig"}\]) or by a textual reference to the original author \[[Figure 4b](#F4){ref-type="fig"}\]. Examples of the latter are "RT \@author:" at the beginning or "(via \@author)" at the beginning or end of the tweet. RT is the abbreviation for retweet.

![Additional options to mark a tweet as favorite, to retweet, or to reply to the person who tweeted the message](SNI-2-28-g003){#F3}

![A retweeted message can be recognized by (a) the logo in the left upper corner and above the tweet, or (b) the text "RT" or "via" in the tweet itself](SNI-2-28-g004){#F4}

CAN I SEND A PERSONAL MESSAGE TO SOMEONE? {#sec1-7}
=========================================

Yes, but there is a catch. If you want somebody in particular to pick up your message, just address the person in the text using the @ and the twittername. So, suppose you want *Surgical Neurology International* to see a specific tweet, you begin with "\@snint" (without quotes) and continue typing the message. But be aware that everyone can read this message! The person you mention will get a specific notice in the \@Mentions section (second tab under the "What\'s happening" box). Other people can see it in their timeline.

For sending a Direct Message to someone (ie, a private one), you can use the Messages section on top of the screen (right from the search bar). This is only possible if you are following this person and this person is following you. In this way, the problem of spamming with unwanted messages can be avoided. So if you want to send a message to a person that you are following but who is not following you, the \@username option is all you can do. This works, but in public.

DO I HAVE TO USE THAT TWITTER WEBSITE? {#sec1-8}
======================================

This needs to be used only for creating an account. Afterwards, you can use the website, but there are many free software applications available for desktop computers and mobile devices that work faster and are more powerful. TweetDeck is a well-known desktop version, but you can find many others online. For mobile versions, you can browse the App Store, Android Market, or applications service for your device.

Now, that they are faster won′t need a long explanation: you do not have to visit the website each time, so it will take you less time to stay informed. But why are these more powerful? Suppose you would like to post this link in Twitter: <http://surgicalneurologyinternational.com/blog/2010/12/28/ucla-neuroradiology-diffuse-large-b-cell-lymphoma/>. It would take up 108 of your 140 characters. Now what about this? <http://bit.ly/hIsOEl>. This shortened link takes only 20 characters, thereby saving you 88 characters for your message! There are many link shortening services where you can do this manually, but most Twitter applications can do this for you (with one button press or even automatically). The same goes for images: if you want to show a picture on your timeline, it needs to be uploaded somewhere. Again, there are services to help you do this manually, but most Twitter apps will save you the hassle.

WHERE DO I FIND NEUROSURGICAL CONTENT? {#sec1-9}
======================================

You already know our Twitter name, which is \@snint . Now, if you search for "neurosurgery", you may find some interesting topics, but also a lot of information that you may not find useful. So, I would like to share some users that you may find interesting. [Table 1](#T1){ref-type="table"} summarizes some accounts and a short description. To find the website of an account, you have to put [http://twitter.com/](http://twitter.com) in front of the account name (without the @). Account names are not case-sensitive, so you may spell them in lower case if that is more convenient.

###### 

Some interesting Twitter accounts

![](SNI-2-28-g005)

THE REST IS UP TO YOU! {#sec1-10}
======================

You now know the most important issues to get started with Twitter, tweets, posting, and retweeting topics, and even posting links or images. You can use the official website or another application of your choice, both for desktop or laptop computers, and for mobile devices. You can search for interesting tweets yourself or start with the profiles in [Table 1](#T1){ref-type="table"}. Everything that follows, depends on your preferences, your needs, and your "explorative nature". The latter is another way of saying that I invite you to play around with it for a while. You will soon find out what you like and what not. Good luck! And do let me know if you find interesting profiles that we can put on our website.

Available FREE in open access from: <http://www.surgicalneurologyint.com/text.asp?2011/2/1/28/77596>
